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BOSTON  MUST  RECOMMIT  ITSELF  TO  THE  MANAGING  ATTENDANCE  PROGRAM 


June  4,  1986 


HIGHLIGHTS 


• The  Flynn  Administration  must  commit  itself  to  a strong  Managing  Attendance 
Program  to  control  sick  leave  costs  and  improve  employee  productivity.  Over  the 
last  two  years  the  City  has  not  devoted  sufficient  attention  to  this  Program. 

• Sick  leave  is  a costly  benefit  that  must  be  managed  carefully.  In  1985,  the 
City  paid  wages  of  about  $13.5  million  to  employees  out  sick.  Last  year  $2 
million  was  paid  to  healthy  employees  who  bought  back  unused  sick  days. 

• The  accumulation  of  unused  sick  days  represents  a financial  liability  to  the 
City  of  approximately  $46  million  as  of  June,  1985. 

• A centralized  Managing  Attendance  Program  was  fully  implemented  in  1982  and 
involved  42  departments.  Based  on  a sample  of  23  departments,  sick  leave  usage 
from  1982  to  1983  decreased  by  an  average  of  2.4  days  or  18Z. 

• After  1983,  departmental  participation  in  the  central  Program  dropped 
substantially  with  12  departments  submitting  complete  attendance  reports  in  1984 
and  only  three  in  1985.  The  apparent  lack  of  commitment  to  this  Program 
contributed  to  an  increase  of  paid  sick  leave  usage  from  1984  to  1985. 

• The  City's  automated  Personnel/Payroll  system  should  be  utilized  to  report, 
monitor  and  control  sick  leave  usage  by  employee  and  department. 


ATTENDANCE  BENEFITS 

Most  employees  of  the  City  of  Boston  are  allowed  15  sick  days  per  year  with  unlimited 
accumulation.  An  exception  are  employees  of  S.E.I.U.,  Local  285,  who  have  an  unlimited 
accumulation  of  13  sick  days  per  year  and  two  noncumulative  personal  days.  Employees  are  also 
allowed  to  buy  back  unused  sick  days  depending  on  their  union  contract.  Generally,  City 
employees  can  buy  back  any  of  the  first  five  sick  days  of  the  15  they  have  not  used  during  the 
year.  For  example,  if  an  employee  uses  only  two  sick  days,  s/he  may  buy  back  three  days. 

COST  OF  SICK  LEAVE 

Sick  leave  is  an  extremely  costly  benefit.  In  1985,  approximately  $13.5  million  in  wages  was 
paid  to  City,  School  and  Health  and  Hospital  personnel  who  were  out  sick.  In  addition,  over 
$2.0  million  was  paid  to  healthy  employees  in  the  form  of  buy  backs  of  unused  sick  days.  The 
use  of  temporary  employees  and  overtime  are  two  added  costs  associated  with  sick  leave  usage. 
These  additional  costs  are  difficult  to  isolate  and  cannot  be  accurately  quantified  but  are 
significant  components  of  the  total  cost.  Furthermore,  when  temporary  employees  and  overtime 
are  not  utilized,  the  level  and  quality  of  services  is  diminished  resulting  in  an  economic 
cost  to  the  City.  Finally,  the  accumulation  of  unused  sick  days  represents  a financial 
liability  to  the  City  of  approximately  $46  million  as  of  June,  1985. 

THE  MANAGING  ATTENDANCE  PROGRAM 

In  1978,  the  Research  Bureau  issued  a SPECIAL  REPORT  characterizing  Boston's  sick  leave 
prograim  as  poorly  supervised,  frequently  abused  and  too  expensive.  The  report  recommended 
improvement  of  sick  leave  control  through  better  supervision,  the  elimination  of  payments  for 
unused  sick  time  and  a computerized  personnel/payroll  system  for  more  accurate  information. 

The  Personnel  Division  recognized  the  problem  of  attendance  and  established  the  Managing 
Attendance  Program  which  was  instituted  through  an  Executive  Order  of  the  Mayor  in  1979.  The 
Program  began  in  1981  as  a training  year  but  was  not  fully  implemented  until  1982. 


The  Managing  Attendance  Program  is  designed  to  curtail  abuse  of  sick  days  while  not  infringing 
upon  an  employee's  legitimate  use  of  sick  time.  Implemented  properly,  the  program  establishes 
a record  keeping  system  for  individuals  and  for  departments.  Absences  are  recorded  and 
tracked  on  a calendar  basis  allowing  supervisors  to  review  attendance  records  for  patterns  of 
abuse.  Employees  are  required  to  sign  in  and  out  each  day.  An  employee  must  have  a 
reasonable  explanation  for  an  absence  and  a doctor's  note  for  being  absent  five  consecutive 
days.  Quarterly  attendance  reports,  which  are  prepared  manually,  must  be  submitted  to  the 
Personnel  Division  for  each  department  and  each  employee  within  the  department  after  formal 
review  by  the  department  head  or  supervisor.  These  reports  show  the  number  of  days  absent, 
the  number  of  absences  and  extended  time  off  patterns.  Extended  time  off  is  defined  as  sick 
time  used  on  a Monday  or  Friday  or  the  day  before  or  after  a holiday.  When  abuse  is 
suspected,  disciplinary  action  is  taken  against  the  employee  by  the  supervisor,  first  in  the 
form  of  a letter,  then  formal  warning,  suspension  and  finally  dismissal.  The  City,  however, 
does  not  compile  any  statistics  on  how  many  people  are  reprimanded,  suspended  or  dismissed. 

Of  the  55  departments  city-wide,  42  were  formally  participating  in  the  Managing  Attendance 
Program  in  1982.  Uniform  Police  and  Fire  personnel,  and  employees  of  the  Departments  of 
Health  and  Hospitals,  Library  and  School  do  not  participate  in  the  city-wide  program  but  are 
subject  to  departmental  time  and  attendance  policjLes. 

Of  the  42  participating  departments,  the  Bureau  analyzed  the  results  of  those  23  departments 
for  which  consistent  information  was  available  for  the  years  1977,  1982  and  1983.  As  shown  in 
the  table  below,  from  1977  to  1982,  the  weighted  average  number  of  days  absent  for  those 
departments  increased  by  1.2  days.  This  increase  was  attributable  to  better  reporting  of  days 
absent  in  1982  and  a likely  understatement  of  use  in  1977.  From  1977  to  1983,  the  average 
number  of  sick  days  decreased  by  1.2  days  or  10%.  From  1982  to  1983,  the  two  years  that  show 
comparable  absentee  data,  sick  leave  usage  decreased  by  2.4  days  or  18%.  That  drop 
illustrates  the  success  of  the  Managing  Attendance  Program  when  its  policies  and  procedures 
are  consistently  applied  over  an  extended  period  of  time. 


DEPAFOmirS 

1977 

1982 

1983  . 

Days 

Absent 

ULcber  of 
Einrlqyees+ 

D^rs 

Absent 

Ikirber  of 
Ebployees 

Days 

Absent 

Nunber  of 
Eiif)loyeeE 

Consuner  Affairs 

5.8 

13 

13.1 

13 

10.7 

13 

Auditing 

11.9 

37 

15.0 

37 

20.3 

35 

Data  Processing 

8.6 

55 

9.9 

55 

7.8 

66 

Registry 

8.8 

25 

9.1 

25 

12.1 

27 

Assessing 

13. A 

65 

16.A 

65 

12.1 

73 

Real  Property 

15.6 

95 

12.8 

95 

10.2 

96 

Purchasing 

13.3 

20 

A.  7 

20 

2.0 

22 

Rent  Ccntrol 

13.9 

18 

6.6 

18 

10.9 

18 

Printing 

15. A 

58 

11.2 

58 

11.5 

62 

Retiraiient 

10.0 

36 

12.1 

36 

8.9 

39 

Budget 

7.2 

25 

12.7 

25 

8.2 

23 

Traffic  & Parking 

lA.O 

155 

12.A 

155 

10.1 

231 

Penal 

10.7 

179 

21.2 

179 

9.8 

198 

Administrative  Services 

12.0 

26 

9.9 

26 

8.5 

16 

City  Clerk 

13.6 

10 

9.6 

10 

12.0 

11 

Elderly 

7. A 

108 

9.3 

108 

7. A 

97 

Veteran  Services 

13.8 

19 

9.9 

19 

9.8 

27 

Public  Works 

13.7 

A06 

13.8 

A06 

12.6 

587 

Treasury/Treasury 

9.2 

25 

8.5 

25 

9.A 

23 

Treasury/ Collecting 

12.7 

36 

12.3 

36 

8.0 

31 

Electicn 

10.3 

25 

10.9 

25 

8.  A 

A6 

Parks  (t  Recreation 

11.2 

232 

13.9 

232 

13.1 

221 

Ccmiimicy  Schools 

10.0 

36 

A.  9 

36 

3.0 

A6 

Weighted  Average 

12.1 

13.3 

10.9 

+ 1982  arplcyee  count  used  to  weight  1977  data. 


That  success,  however,  was  short  lived.  Departmental  participation  in  the  central  Managing 
Attendance  Program  dropped  substantially  in  1984  and  1985.  Despite  Mayor  Flynn's 


reaffirmation  of  the  program  through  an  Executive  Order  signed  on  January  2,  1984,  the  number 
of  departments  submitting  complete  attendance  reports  to  the  Personnel  Division  decreased  from 
42  in  1983  to  12  in  1984.  In  1985  only  three  departments  submitted  complete  reports.  The 
apparent  lack  of  commitment  to  this  Program  by  many  department  heads,  the  limited  coordination 
by  the  Personnel  Division  and  the  paperwork  requirement  to  report  all  quarterly  statistics  may 
have  contributed  to  this  lack  of  compliance.  Sick  leave  usage  appears  to  have  increased  from 
1984  to  1985.  A special  sick  leave  utilization  report  developed  from  the  City's 
Personnel/Payroll  system  for  selected  employees  in  three  bargaining  units  shows  that  the 
average  paid  sick  leave  increased  from  9.8  days  in  1984  to  10.6  days  in  1985,  an  increase  of 
8%.  These  results  are  not  strictly  comparable  to  those  of  the  Managing  Attendance  Program  but 
they  seem  to  indicate  that  lack  of  compliance  with  the  central  Program  has  contributed  to  an 
increase  of  sick  leave  usage  in  1985. 

INDIVIDUAL  DEPARTMENTAL  COMPLIANCE 

A few  departments  that  do  not  submit  quarterly  attendance  reports  to  the  Personnel  Division 
do,  however,  enforce  good  internal  time  and  attendance  programs.  For  example,  the  Departments 
of  Inspectional  Services  and  Traffic  and  Parking  began  participating  fully  in  the  Managing 
Attendance  Program  in  1982  and  continued  to  implement  time  and  attendance  procedures  even 
after  both  discontinued  submitting  quarterly  reports  to  the  Personnel  Division  in  January, 

1984  and  September,  1984,  respectively.  Departmental  records  show  that  from  1984  to  1985  sick 
time  usage  in  the  Traffic  & Parking  Department  declined  by  8%.  In  July,  1985,  the  Court  House 
Commission  began  applying  the  Managing  Attendance  procedures  to  its  own  employees  but 
sufficient  data  to  determine  the  effectiveness  of  the  Program  is  not  yet  available. 

The  Department  of  Health  and  Hospitals  has  placed  a high  priority  on  Managing  Attendance  using 
the  conceptual  design  of  the  City's  system  to  implement  an  in-house  program.  Utilization  of 
this  program  has  enabled  Boston  City  Hospital  to  successfully  reduce  sick  leave  usage  from 
11.5  days  in  1984  to  10.4  days  in  1985,  a reduction  of  9.6%.  The  payroll  system  is  used  to 
record,  monitor  and  report  on  sick  leave  usage.  This  automated  system  has  enabled  the 
Department  to  manage  paid  sick  leave  by  utilizing  reports  developed  from  a managing  attendance 
data  base. 

PERSONNEL/ PAYROLL  SYSTEM 

The- Bureau's  1978  report  recommended  that  the  City  develop  and  implement  a computerized 
Personnel/Payroll  system  to  more  effectively  manage  personnel  transactions,  particularly  sick 
leave  usage.  In  July,  1982,  the  City  did  implement  an  automated  Personnel/Payroll  system 
which  is  able  to  record,  monitor  and  control  sick  leave  usage.  Nevertheless,  the  City  has  not 
utilized  this  capability.  Discrepancies  in  the  records  of  employee  sick  leave  balances  in  the 
two  systems  have  resulted  in  departments  relying  on  their  own  manual  records  rather  than  the 
automated  system.  These  discrepancies  arise  because  starting  employee  sick  leave  balances 
have  not  been  totally  reconciled,  procedures  for  crediting  sick  leave  differ  between  the 
manual  and  automated  systems  and  necessary  adjustments  in  the  computer  system  are  frequently 
delayed  and  not  verified  for  accuracy. 

The  process  of  crediting  sick  leave  is  more  precise  with  the  automated  system  than  the  manual 
system.  The  Personnel/Payroll  system  adds  1 1/4  days  sick  leave  credit  after  the  payroll 
record  shows  that  one  months  actual  work  has  been  completed.  Generally,  with  the  manual 
system  1 1/4  days  sick  leave  is  credited  at  the  beginning  of  the  month  regardless  of  actual 
time  worked.  To  correct  discrepancies  within  the  Personnel/Payroll  system,  adjustments  are 
routinely  made  by  the  Personnel  Division.  No  report  is  produced  to  verify  the  accuracy  or 
appropriateness  of  these  changes  and  departments  are  not  notified  when  adjustments  are  made. 
Furthermore,  delays  in  posting  adjustments  make  it  virtually  impossible  to  synchronize  the 
manual  and  automated  systems. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The  Managing  Attendance  Program  is  an  important  initiative  that  can  improve  employee 
productivity,  help  ensure  the  efficient  delivery  of  city  services  and  reduce  costs.  Over  the 
last  two  years  the  City  has  not  directed  sufficient  attention  to  this  Program.  To  address  the 
problem  of  employee  absenteeism  the  Bureau  makes  the  following  recommendations: 


1.  The  Mayor  should  reaffirm  his  commitment  to  the  Managing  Attendance  Program  by  issuing  a 
revised  Executive  Order  emphasizing  the  need  to  decrease  the  cost  of  sick  leave,  improve 
employee  productivity  and  increase  accountability  among  departments.  Departmental  Managing 
Attendance  standards  should  be  established  for  each  department  and  performance  should  be 
measured  quarterly.  Sick  leave  usage  should  be  given  careful  consideration  in  all  employee, 
supervisor  and  department  head  evaluations. 

2.  The  City  should  rely  on  its  Personnel/Payroll  system  to  monitor,  control  and  report  sick 
time  usage  by  employee  and  department.  This  system  should  develop  sick  leave  management 
reports  to  allow  both  central  and  departmental  monitoring  of  sick  time  usage  and  possible 
abuse.  Such  reports  utilized  by  Health  and  Hospital  Department  officials  have  helped  reduce 
sick  leave  usage  at  Boston  City  Hospital  by  9.6%  in  1985.  Utilizing  the  Personnel/Payroll 
system  to  report  sick  leave  statistics  would  eliminate  the  time  consuming  paperwork  of  the 
manual  system. 

The  Personnel/Payroll  system  will  be  effective  only  if  it  accurately  reports  sick  time  usage. 
Departmental  records  should  be  used  to  reconcile  sick  leave  balances  with  the  automated 
system,  after  which  the  manual  system  should  be  discontinued.  The  automated  system  should 
credit  sick  time  on  a weekly  basis  to  eliminate  confusion  over  when  sick  leave  is  added.  In 
order  to  identify  all  sick  time  taken,  the  Personnel/Payroll  system  should  be  adjusted  to 
report  both  unpaid  and  paid  sick  time. 

3.  The  Personnel  Division  should  be  held  accountable  for  monitoring  Program  compliance  and 
training  personnel  officers,  supervisors,  and  department  heads  to  better  understand  the 
Program's  objectives  and  importance.  The  Personnel  Division  should  also  be  responsible  for 
maintaining  accurate  sick  leave  balances  within  the  system.  Adjustments  should  be  reported  to 
both  the  Personnel  Division  and  Auditing  Department. 

4.  The  Managing  Attendance  Program  should  stress  the  need  for  supervisory' employee 
communication  on  an  ongoing  basis.  Absenteeism  is  often  symptomatic  of  more  serious  personal 
problems.  To  help  recognize  such  problems  department  heads  should  utilize  sick  time 
management  reports.  Employees  with  problems  should  then  be  referred  to  the  Employee 
Assistance  Division  of  the  Personnel  Office. 

5.  The  City  should  undertake  further  study  to  determine  the  effectiveness  of  the  sick  leave 
buy  back  policy.  Last  year  $2  million  was  paid  to  employees  who  bought  back  unused  sick  days. 


Samuel  R.  Tyler 
Executive  Director 
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